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The Fifth Course
IMAGINE THE WORST THING IN THE WORLD FOR A COLLEGE STUDENT
Fletcher Wortmann ’09, Triggered: A Memoir of Obsessive-Compulsive
Disorder, Thomas Dunne Books, St. Martin’s Press, NYC, 2012.
To carry the burden of a chronic illness or learning
disability during the college years is what I call The Fifth Course.
The Fifth Course is more than a burden: It is both an imposed and
possible learning opportunity. Fletcher Wortmann’s irreverent, funny,
and sad chronicle of his time at Swarthmore College, before, during,
and after his hospitalization for mental
illness offers keen insight into The Fifth
Course.
In this book we learn about the
parallel worlds in which many of our
students live—worlds in which the
right T-shirt, self-mutilating girlfriend,
prescribed medications, alcohol, misery
poker, comedy troupe Boy Meets Tractor,
Pokémon, and fear about acquiring AIDS
make for a deeply unsettling combination
alongside the usual rigorous four-course
load at Swarthmore.
It is unsettling to imagine what it is
to be Wortmann, who asks the reader to
“imagine the worst thing in the world.”
While most of us can escape these negative
thoughts, Wortmann collapsed, entrapped
by his thoughts, and could not turn away.
After an earlier diagnosis and
medication for depression, Wortmann
spiraled into an anxiety disorder called
obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD)
but remained undiagnosed. In spite of
his illness, he graduated from high school
and chose Swarthmore because of its
“reputation for academic badassery.” His
disorder manifested itself in intrusive,
unwanted thoughts about the worst things
that could possibly happen, rather than the frequent hand washing
that is commonly associated with OCD behavior.
Wortmann endured insidious suicidal thoughts. Hyperaware of
the mildest slights, he overreacted. Every day he imagined the worst,
most inappropriate acts, and those thoughts stayed with him.
While obsessing over the worst things in the world, going to
classes, studying, and breaking up with the girlfriend he wished
to save, he also tried to be well. He saw a therapist, discovered
meditation, and addressed acid reflux. Eventually, he was able to selfdiagnose through the Internet. He worked hard to be well. But it was
not enough.
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When Wortmann’s mother discovered him during a college break
in the midst of what he calls a “lame suicide attempt,” he was whisked
to McLean Hospital. With the steadfast support of his family, the
hospital staff, and doctors, he learned how to qualify for the McLean
OCD Institute (OCDI).
In Triggered, Wortmann brings his sardonic humor to bear on the
unbearable panopticon of the mental hospital. At OCDI he learned
about Exposure Response Therapy—deliberately exposing oneself
to a situation that triggers, in Wortmann’s
case, the worst thoughts. He then learned
to endure those thoughts. This required
unlearning years of maladaptive behaviors
as well as daily practice of new tolerable
behaviors.
For four hours a day he practiced a new
kind of seminar on saving one’s life. When
Wortmann figured out, with the help of
a therapist, that he was now obsessing
about obsessing instead of about sex and
violence, he had to learn about the chronic
aspects of a chronic mental illness. When
Wortmann accepted that he would never
be fully healthy, his healing became more
possible.
I urge every college professor and dean
to read Fletcher Wortmann’s compelling
memoir, because learning how to unlearn
and relearn is a serious metacognitive feat
required of students with chronic illnesses.
In Wortmann’s case, in spite of the burden
of this mental illness, he learned humility
and new habits of mind, how to be socially
engaged enough at McLean to qualify for
the OCDI, and how to live with his illness
and its manifestations.
He eventually learned how to be a
student with OCD at Swarthmore by
taking a lighter academic load and making time for stress reduction
and maintaining the perspectives that the OCDI provided. To live
in wellness and to thrive academically, students like Wortmann who
carry The Fifth Course must learn how to balance their course loads,
and learn, as Wortmann did, how to do Swarthmore. g
—Diane Anderson, associate dean for academic affairs and associate
professor, Department of Educational Studies
Editor’s Note: Diane Anderson did not know Fletcher Wortmann
when he attended Swarthmore.
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